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The study further detailed how the presence of former revolutionary soldiers (old cargoes) in the 

ZNA, undermine women soldiers who try to rise in the ZNA rank structure. My research 

participants reveal that these ‘old cargoes’, claim to ‘own’ power processes in the military and the 

state. Due to the civilian-military nexus in Zimbabwe (Tendi 2013; Maringira and Masiya 2017), 

these ‘old cargoes’ claim and are largely able to determine who will be promoted, demoted and 

recalled in the army, party, and state (Maringira 2017). Such claims, but also the very real influence 

of such ‘old cargoes’ reveal why there is lack of deployment of women soldiers in both military 

and civilian authority, because these military men in the ZNA view power in patriarchal way. 

 

The hegemonic culture in the ZNA creates gendered politics within the barracks, where women 

soldiers are under constant surveillance from military men. Such practices guard men’s privileges 

or power in the military and also in civilian authority. The gendered politics in the military spill 

into the civilian politics, since the army and ZANU PF are to all intents a continuity with the same 

Commander-in-Chief.  I drew from Enloe’s (2000) work on power politics to understand that, even 

though women soldiers are present in the military, it does not necessarily mean that they are 

perceived or treated as equal partners in the institution. That is, gendered politics and how power 

is hyper-masculinised thwart women soldiers’ civilian political aspirations after their retirement 

from the military.     

 

Since relations of power in the ZNA is patriarchal and hyper masculinised, women officers face a 

conundrum in relation to having a family. If they marry their colleagues in the ZNA and have 

children, they are perceived as wives and mothers and not as colleagues (equal partners) in the 

institution. Because, soldiers are expected to rotationally and regularly move to other bases and 

settings, most commissioned women officers in this study opted to marry fellow male army 

officers. Due to the patriarchal culture in Zimbabwe, this setup will latter complicate their 

workplace relationships and how women soldiers access power, because they will be moving from 

being colleagues to being wives, which will eventually affect their role in the army. Nevertheless, 

study participants intimated that, unlike male officers who, have the opportunity to become 

involved in civilian politics, they will concentrate on raising their families after they retire from 
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the ZNA.  Due to the misogyny by men in the army, most commissioned women officers who 

leave the army prefer to completely retire from it and instead pursue a civilian life, where they can 

start their own small businesses or pursue new professions.  

 

According to Enloe (1988:10) the army “is just another patriarchal institution” (Enloe 1988: 10). 

This is apparent in the system of promotion in the institution, which in turn is crucial for acquiring 

organisational autonomy (Huntington 1957). Yet the experience of women commissioned officers 

in the ZNA are negative in this regard since they do not rise through the ranks as expected. One of 

the reasons for this lay in the influence of ‘old cargoes’ in the ZNA who profess to be, and 

reportedly often are, the custodians of both centralized and decentralized promotions in the army 

(Maringira 2017; Tendi 2016; 2020). While men can reach the apex of the military command 

structure, commissioned women soldiers in the ZNA are side-lined and unable to gain key 

positions in the army or to afterwards move into civilian politics. 

 

The ZNA, like many other militaries around the world, opted for less transformative and less 

inclusive policies (True 2003; Squires 2005). By not implementing such policies, power and 

political opportunities for women soldiers in the military and beyond are limited and male soldiers 

are empowered instead. Hopefully future studies may be informed by my own work and seek 

further insight, answers or mitigating measures in their quest to create robust and transformative 

solutions for women soldiers who experience difficult challenges in accessing power especially in 

militaries that are highly masculinised and politicised in general and in the ZNA in particular.  
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